Each spring, latge swatches of Westlands Water
District are aflame In brilllant whites 2nd pinks as nut
and fruit tree orchards begln their annual cycle of Iife
and productivity. This pageant of color is becoming
an ever larger display a5 more and more farming
operations Invest in permanent crops like fruit and
nut trees to diversify their erop portfalio,

“The trend to more atd mare primanent crops is

very encouragirg for farming in Westfands,” said
Thomas Blnmingham, Genera! Manager of the District.
“One of the main reasons for this trerd is that our
water supply has become more stable and
dependable in recent years. Planting vineyards

and orchards requires confidence that the water
these crops require will be available well into

the future.”

Since the early '990s, as California emerged from

a major drought, the number of acres planted in
pefmanent crops — fruit and nut trees and vineyards -
began to slowly increase. The trend has accelerated
inrecantyears, as the District’s water supply outiosk
has mpraved.

Since 1993, the number of acres plantedin trees and
vines has more than doubled In Westands to sama
©4,000 acres.

tn just the past three years, the number of aares
devoted to permanent crops increas ed by mare
than 15 percent, while field crops declined by
almost & percent. {The total number of acres
planted in field crops still significantly outweighs
the acres In permanent crops — 437,000 acras
compared ta 64,000 arres.}

The demand for yourg almand trees is currently
50 51rang, area nursaries are telling Farmers it will
be 2006 o later before they can deliver trees
orderad today,
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This trend towards permanent crops Is closely linked
ta the District’s water supply. During the first half of
the 1990s, regulatary constraints on the Cantral Valiay
Project kept water allocatiors to wast sida farmars at
very law levels, From 1990 until 1295, south-of-the-
Delta CVF cortractors saw average alocations of only
3B.5 percent. The situation imgroved significantly in
the later talf of the decade as CVP cantractors south
cf the Del'a saw average sllocations of better than

99 percent,

"The connection is unmistakable. When there is
areligble and adequate supply of water, the farm-
based economy will thrive,” Birmingham said.

As the water supply picture has improved, s has
the economic outlock for west side communites,

"There are distinct advantzges to growing the
higher value permanent crops, both far farmers
as well as for the communities that support the
agricultural economy on the Valley's west side,”
said econamist Wendy ingworth, “On-farm
Inoornes zre higher, employinent paiterns are
more stable and there is more long-tarm work
far workers and fanr related businesses.”

Wingworth pradicted this trend toward more
permanant cropping patierns in her exhaustive

2003 economic impact report on the District's

fand retirement pregram. As the District acquires

and fallows lard, additional water supplies become
available for the other lands remalning in production,
These additional s upplies contribute 1o confidence
in the future of farming in Westlands and that results
infarmers making the lenger-term investment in
permanent crops.

Since lllingworth published her economic impact
report, Westlands has purchased approximately
55,000 acres of dralnagedmpacted land. The District
plans to purchase an additional 45,000 acres aver
the naxt twa years.

According to the 2003 crop report, the greatest
dacline in acres devobed to field crops has occurred
in Atala/ Upland cotton. In just the past three years,
the arreage devoted to Acala/ Upland cotton declined
by mate thzn 58,000 acres or 32 parcent. Other
significant declines occurred in garbanzo beans,
which dropped nearly 7,000 acres or 86 percent sinca
2000. Sugar beets saw & 42 percent drop in acreage,
procass tomate production drepped by saven percent
and the acreage in alfalla seed declined 89 percent.
At the same time, farmers in Westlands planted an
additional 8,376 acres in almands for an increase of

29 percent. Pistachlo trees covered an adkditlonal 6,077
acres hetween 2000 and 2003 for a 117 percent increase.
Table grape production in the District grew by 22 percent
since 2000,

As the statistics suggest, almonds are leading the march

to permanent plantings in the Distict, Amond trees in
Westfands out prodice 2l ather regions of California. In fact,
almond treas in Westlands regularly praduce 4,200 pounds
par acre - nearly doubfe the statewide average,

“WesHands Is a dream come true for almond farmers,”
said Rass Berba, a principal in Borba Farms, “The climate,
the sail and the expertise farmers have ir water use and
conservation makes this regton remarkably productive
for almonds_*

Borba said many Westlands farmers were unwilling to make
the fnves ment required to switch to permanent orops when
the water supply outlook was bleak. 4nd. he s2id, there are
ather factors in today's farm ecenormy that are helping farmers
overceme their resistance,

Many farmers who grow cotton are corcemed there will
be changes in interpational markets for cotton that could
be detrimental ta U.S. producers. And despite continuing
Increases in production, prices for almands rermaln strong.

" The almord industry has done a very gecd job developing
new markets for aimonds, both here in the Uinited States

and abroad,” Burba said, He noted that California is expected
to produce a record 1.1 biflian pounds of almonds in the
coming year.

"The larmers whe made it through these really bad water
years are starting to see a litde brighter futurs,” said Borba.
"They are survivors and survivors tend ta be a pretty optimistic
greup by nature.”
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